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The Theories Underlying the Con Environment
Jon M. Garon*
This article is part of a series of book excerpts The Pop Culture Business Handbook for Cons and
Festivals, which provides the business, strategy, and legal reference guide for fan conventions, film
festivals, musical festivals, and cultural events.

A. Origins and Culture
Music and theatrical festivals likely have their origins in humanity’s earliest history and are often
entwined with religious rituals. Although the Greek god Apollo was associated with music, being the
conductor of the heavenly choir, his brother Dionysus was the god of wine, revelry, and theatre. The
modern festival extends this tradition of revelry and finds its roots in the Dionysian side of the family.
These revels were significant parts of Western culture and have remained so to this day.
Community fairs and celebratory fêtes brought travelers and tradesfolk together for commerce and
community throughout history. Today, modern music festivals can range from a small event in a public
park to a multi-day, multi-stage live broadcast event reaching global audiences.
The modern comic book convention had very humble origins, as did other fringe cultural
movements. Comic book conventions date their origin to the New York gathering “Comicon ‘64” of
fewer than 100 people. Those in attendance realized the gathering addressed a powerful need and the
movement grew. George R.R. Martin likes to boast that he is the “first comic book fan” because he
received badge number 1 at Comicon ‘64.
Today, these fringe events have moved to the center of the cultural universe. Comic-Con
International’s San Diego Comic-Con (the site at which I began this book) boasts over 130,000
attendees. South by Southwest (or SXSW) was directly or indirectly responsible for injecting over $325
million into the Austin economy1 in the year 2016 alone, with music, interactive, film, and education
programs.
Comic book conventions were preceded by science fiction conventions. Among the first of
science fiction conventions was the World Science Fiction Convention, which began privately in 1936
and took on its formal organization in 1939. A British convention held in 1937 shares bragging rights
as potentially the first such public event.
At the time of these origins, science fiction, fantasy, and comic books each operated within the
margins of popular culture. In the ensuing decades, however, these genres have shifted center stage
as economically dominant forms of entertainment. Video games, an outgrowth of science fiction,
comic book content, and technological innovation, represent over $100 billion annually in the U.S.
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economy.2 Most modern blockbuster motion pictures owe their story lines, if not their source material,
to one of these genres. Film festivals, in turn, highlight works by emerging artists and serve as a
platform to market established artists to an international community.
Based on the money spent by attendees, Cons and festivals are important to their local
communities and to the larger national economy as a whole. They are also so much more.
Content from Cons and festivals dominate U.S. pop culture. The conventions serve as launching
pads for new artists, entrepreneurs, and innovators. The smaller versions of these events create space
to develop fan fiction, allow new artists to expose their work to interested audiences, and provide an
entry point for new creative enterprises. As a cultural event and platform for expression, these events
have shifted from the margin to the center of culture and influence, while largely being left without
any critical assessment.
What makes the Con experience a unique cultural event that has survived the millennia? As its
festival origins show, at its heart, the Con reflects a profoundly tribal experience, gathering members
of the tribe to celebrate and share. This means the well-run Con presents experiences to be shared,
opportunities for attendees to gather and engage with each other, and totems to retain as part of the
attendees future identification. The totems may include badges, T-shirts, Con-branded paraphernalia,
limited edition runs of Con-related content, or other items. Totems are much more than just a source
of revenue, for they serve as a long-term identifier of the Con with its core audience. Buttons, badges,
T-shirts, albums, and merchandise are part of the cultural experience, not merely an add-on or method
to defray costs.
Well-run Cons are organized with the tribal associations of the attendees in mind. If a Con has
multiple stages, buildings, or rooms, the venues should be organized to enable self-identified group
members to congregate and to spend time together between scheduled events. Although attendees
complain about long lines at Cons, the time in line is often an integral part of the experience as people
interact with each other, meet new people, and share experiences. Organizers who use the time
between events to make the experience more engaging will create a much stronger event than those
that simply leave the attendees to their own devices. Managing the lines is as important to a good Con
as managing the stages.
Applying the cultural precedents to modern events, this means that the Con should have wellorganized events, space and activities for attendees to interact, and physical objects to take back from
the event. Each of these three positive attributes must be carefully curated by the event organizers.
While it may appear that these are incidental to the activities on the stages and in the exhibit halls,
these attributes dominate what will be the cultural experience of the attendees.
Comic-Con attendees often talk of finding “their people” at the convention. The choice to wear
costumes (known as “cosplay”) or at least wear graphics identifying the wearer’s allegiance to particular
works, artists, or ideologies, all serve to enforce this tribal ethos. The phenomenon is very similar in
large music festivals at which the audience can organize around particular musical genres and
generations.
Cons also highlight a temporal existence, creating once-in-a-year events and once-in-a-lifetime
experiences. The pilgrimage to the annual event can anchor some attendees’ calendar much like key
religious celebrations. Unlike most religious celebrations, however, the particular programs at the
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event may present unique experiences that the audience members cannot recapture. Since no one can
predict which shows or programs might become culturally iconic, the chance to be at the main stage
during the surprise performance highlights the attendees’ experience.
Theatrical producers have long understood the power of this potential. The chance to watch two
musical stars jam together during an unannounced (but rarely unrehearsed) encore keeps audiences to
the end of concerts and becomes the focus of most post-concert conversation. Surprise guest panelists
help assure that fans will line up for programs even if they have heard all the panelists many times. At
the 2015 Comic-Con, for example, Star Wars fans attending a main stage panel were treated to a
surprise concert by a Star Wars orchestra in the park adjacent to the San Diego Convention Center.
The mix of Con culture and music festival energy tapped into every positive audience experience in
one surprise event.
Theme parks share a few of these attributes, but most parks lack the temporal experience of a
Con. While visits to Disney World or Opryland USA (now gone) serve to gather attendees around a
common theme, these do not have the sense of shared time, that all the attendees were able to gather
for this event, and that something important might happen in the moment. The opening night of a
new show at a theme park or Las Vegas hotel captures some of this experience, but the audience
knows that the show will run for months, with each performance appearing nearly identical to all the
others.
The nature of county and state fairs often share much in common with the con. Renaissance Faires
have even more similarities. These last much longer in duration than the typical Con, sharing attributes
of theme parks as well.
Trade shows organized for professionals also have many of these attributes, but they are focused
on the attributes of the attendees’ work life rather than the attendees’ self-identification.
This may have been the Steve Jobs difference for launching a product. Instead of launching Apple
innovations at the Consumer Electronics Show (CES), a massive product exhibit convention attended
by industry professionals from around the world, Jobs used the Apple Worldwide Developers
Conference (WWDC) to gather his followers at their own event and make his product launch talks
the signature feature of the gatherings. Apple designed a complete tribal event for their product
launches, which helped support the faithful and propel the brand. Apple understood the psychic and
social aspects of its products for its users.
Cons combine the most powerful psychological and emotional aspects of the attendee experience.
They also provide these emotional connections for artists, creators, and genres every year. Every
aspect should be planned accordingly.
B. Physical Environment
Interestingly, a Con is not bound by location. Organizers place them in all manner of physical
environments, including hotels, convention halls, public parks, theaters, and universities. Some events
occur in a single venue while others are spread among locations throughout a city. Nonetheless,
although the Con is rarely defined by its physical environment, a well-run Con must take the physical,
environmental, and safety concerns of the event location into account (discussed in Chapter 8).
Cons are inherently social events. They encourage interaction between artists and fans, often help
blur the distinction between professional and amateur artistic creators, and promote the creative
expression of the audience members. Good advice can be applied from the University of Kansas’
Community Tool Box for the organization of a festival:
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Social interaction is the meaningful contact people have with one another. “Meaningful” is
an important word here, because it implies an exchange that includes real communication,
even if only for a moment, and leaves each party feeling that he’s shared something with
another human being. Good places for interaction are places where people – often from
many parts of the community and/or diverse backgrounds – meet naturally and interact
comfortably and often pleasurably because of the nature or attraction of the space and/or
the activities associated with it.
Good places for interaction are spaces that make people from different areas and
backgrounds want to be there. In order for that to be the case, these spaces need four basic
characteristics:


There has to be a reason for people to go there



There has to be a reason for people to want to stay once they’ve arrived



People in the space have to feel safe and comfortable



The space has to be welcoming and accessible to everyone3

The well-designed Con venue should have a number of key spaces which are generally separate
rooms, but can be provided as demarcated spaces in an outdoor venue or in single large hall. The
centerpiece of the event is the main stage which is programmed for the largest events, performances,
and panels of the Con. Larger Cons will also have additional stages or rooms where other programs,
panels, and performances can occur.
A marketplace where vendors can sell goods has become an increasingly important aspect of the
festival. Fans want to purchase items that reinforce their participation in the event. For music festivals,
structural changes in the music industry have made the sale of live-event CDs and merchandise a
critical part of the artists’ revenue. Artists from all genres should plan on making some of their goods
incorporate the name, date, and artwork of the event to heighten the importance of the at-event
purchase.
Cons can also take advantage of otherwise under-utilized space. Often the physical location will
include more rooms or room time-slots than can be programmed by the organizers. Efficiently
utilizing these open spaces for complementary programming purposes may add to the overall event
without increasing total cost. Such complementary programs may include space for artists, opening
rooms for an open-mic session, utilizing tables for self-programmed table talks, adding rooms for fanorganized game play, and otherwise creating an environment where participants engage other
participants. Utilizing these ancillary spaces often provides additional benefits to the event’s organizers
and attendees. For the attendees, it increases the program options, making the time spent more
enjoyable and productive. For the organizers, it adds low-cost growth to the scale of the event, creating
a larger overall experience without demanding more of the organizers.
Closely related to the physical space is the need to provide food and sanitation. Opportunities to
purchase food and drink are important to keep the attendees and participants satisfied with their
overall experience. If people leave in order to purchase food, they will have less time to spend at the
Con, and they will incur the additional frustrations of searching out dining options in an unfamiliar
location. Providing a range of food choices improves the audience experience. Unfortunately, at many
3 KU Work Grp. for Cmty. Health & Dev., Univ. of Kan., Creating Good Places for Interaction, COMMUNITY TOOL
BOX, http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/implement/phsyical-social-environment/places-for-interaction/main (last
visited Feb. 1, 2017).
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convention halls, universities, and hotels, the venue usually controls what food is sold. Where
opportunities exist to augment these options, the organizers should take advantage of the flexibility.
If the Con organizers cannot program the food inside the venue, they may be able to influence
the availability of food at nearby locations. One simple technique is to determine whether there is
convenient space for local food trucks to gather. By being outside the venue, the encouragement of
food trucks does not violate the rental agreement with the venue. The inclusion of food trucks adds
to the diversity of the food and likely provides more options on the price of food as well.
Another example can be found with Renaissance Festivals. These operate around the country
featuring their food selection as a primary draw for visitors. Once limited to roasted turkey legs, these
events now feature dozens of outdoor specialty foods, some rivaling the offerings at county and state
fairs.
Bathroom facilities and accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act are also both
important factors to be incorporated into event planning. These are generally under the control of the
venue, which helps the event organizers, but such logistics should be taken into account when
designing the layout of rooms and the schedule. Outside events require additional planning. For
example, the Americans with Disabilities Act requires reasonable accommodations even for temporary
facilities. Con organizers will need to assure they have rented sufficient portable restroom facilities
and arranged for site clean-up.
Space for interaction is also important for the artists, panelists, and performers. Since a successful
Con depends on strong draws to bring in the audience, making a positive experience for the
professionals helps encourage their participation and may actually reduce the cost to attract talent. A
backstage or greenroom area for the professionals helps improve the experience considerably. For
larger events, controlled entranceways are essential.
A similar space for event volunteers is also important. Like the professional headliners, the
volunteers are essential to the success of the event. Having a physical area to organize the volunteers
that serves as a home base throughout the event can enable the event organizers to plan, communicate,
and adjust staffing much more effectively. Being part of the teamcomplete with backstage
accesswill help assure that volunteers will return year after year. This increases efficiency and helps
establish a strong event. This modest investment in volunteer space will pay long-term dividends.
Finally, the event organizers should pay attention to the non-programmed space, such as the
hallways, check-in areas, gathering locations, and similar environments. Wide hallways create better
flow and allow for attendees to sit down. Open areas with tables and chairs allow for participants to
gather and refresh themselves throughout the event. At larger, outdoor events, first-aid tents may be
important to assure that attendees affected by the weather can receive simple help.
As the event grows, the non-programmed logistics will start to include parking, bussing to multiple
venues, arranging blocks of reserved hotel rooms for out-of-town guests, and acquiring permits from
city officials if traffic flow is affected by the event. While each of these situations has its own unique
challenges, the basic need to move the attendees safely from venue to hotel, control parking, and
manage the experience outside the venue follow a common pattern.
City permitting offices should be contacted very early in the process if traffic control needs to be
changed from the city’s usual system. Civic auditorium staff understand when police support for traffic
needs to be involved. By communicating with the venue staff and the city permit offices early in the
planning, most problems can be avoided and the costs can be properly incorporated into the event
budget.
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From the attendees’ perspective, their experience begins when the subway doors open or the
driver begins to look for parking. Event organizers need to anticipate each step in the attendees’
experience to maximize the satisfaction and enjoyment of their experience.
C. Con Management as Game Strategy
For both Con organizers and attendees, there is another metaphor which may help explain the
Con experience: that of game strategy. The organizers create a board, the game rules, and the states
of winning or successfully completing the game. The analog for the board is the physical environment,
and the game rules are specified by the organizers in the form of pricing, scheduling, and content
availability. Less explicit but most important for a successful Con is the definition of the winning state
for the attendees.
So how does an attendee “win” at Comic-Con, SXSW, or a local Con? For many, the answer to
this question will define the success or failure of the event and the likelihood of long-term success.
Writing about a comparison between an established Chicago Con and a successful new rival, brand
blogger Mandy Kilinskis noted a number of important adjustments:
Exclusive Attendees – in the form of exclusive relationships with national publishers.
Wide Variety of Interests – If you were interested in comics, anime, fantasy, or mustaches,
there was a booth or vendor for you to visit. All facets of nerdom were proudly represented.
Better Organization – Panels, screenings, and Q & A sessions with celebrities are the
highlights of a convention and lots of people will show up just to attend these break-off
sessions.
Simple Comforts – Anyone can attest that walking around for hours will take a toll on your
legs and feet. But by adding carpet, the entire experience will be (and was) much more
comfortable. It made me linger at booths. It wasn’t a pain to get up and down to look at
merchandise. … The carpet! The clearly-marked signs! Oh, what luxury!
Awesome Giveaways – Using tickets that are full-color badges attached to lanyards [instead
of wristbands] … don’t just look cooler, but they are easier to display as a keepsake. This
makes them collectable and far more memorable tickets. Second, promotional products were
everywhere. From giant booths like Marvel and DC to the smallest table at the back of Artist
Alley, lots of people were giving away logoed freebies like pens, buttons, and bookmarks.4
The attendees were more likely to win at the described Con because of the giveaways, the attention
to comfort, the range of topics, the range of experiences, and the opportunity for unique interactions
with some vendors. These elements drive success for the Con attendees. The challenge for every Con
organizer is to deliver on this promise.
First, the goal is not to have a single winner, but to have most – if not all – attendees feel as if they
have won. Consider a game tournament. The initial rounds are generally not single elimination. A
participant who invests time and money to attend a tournament does not want to be out one hand
after the round starts. Game tournament eliminations occur only after everyone has been able to
compete multiple times to establish rankings. Similarly, this is why marathons and races do not end

4 Mandy Kilinskis, C2E2: How a Three-Year-Old Comic Book Convention is Disrupting the Chicago Convention Scene,
BRANDING BEAT, https://www.qualitylogoproducts.com/blog/c2e2-comic-book-convention-disrupting-chicago-scene/
(last visited Feb. 1, 2017) (slightly adapted from the text).
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when the first person crosses the finish line. Everyone who completes the course is victorious over
the course – just not over the first finisher.
Second, in the context of “winning” at a Con, then, there must be multiple ways to win. If the
Con is one that sells out, then attendance itself is a victory. For most, however, tickets are available at
the door. For those who can pre-order and avoid the line, the ability to skip ahead creates a small
victory. Any positive influence, whether it be a benefit or an advantage, that can be derived from a
particular aspect of a Con, can create an immediate “winning” effect on the players involved.
Inside the Con, there remains competition amongst attendees to gain access to popular panel
events. Attendees at the hardest-to-get panels generally consider themselves to have been the winners
in the competition for seats and events. Cons tend to avoid VIP sections, providing small victories to
those who get into a program early and obtain better seats. At the same time, the people who barely
make it into the back of a crowded venue also feel victorious in not being shut out.
Third, an important aspect of being at the Con is being part of the narrative, so any positive news
stories about the Con tend to cast a positive halo onto those who attended the panels and
performances covered by the press, social media, or popular news outlets. In today’s social media
marketplace, this engagement can be broadened significantly. Identifying the social media modalities,
republishing public content posted by attendees (in whatever media are current for the event), and
highlighting the attendees create positive feedback moments – or small wins – for the attendees.
These shared communications can be easily thrown onto a display screen to allow attendees the
immediate, positive feedback of having their comments shared. Admittedly, some attention might
need to be paid to the content moderation, depending on the audience and ethos of the event. Digital
photographs of the attendees, panelists, and activities can easily be shown on screens located in the
venue. Each of these small steps provides a small win for the person identified. This may have a
particularly strong effect on those cosplayers who invest significant time and effort on their costumes
and makeup.
Fourth, more concrete wins can include raffles, door prizes, and public service competitions.
Raffles and door prizes are easy ways for people to participate in a competition and share in the
potential to win a prize. Public service competitions involve participants competing on teams to
provide a more general benefit. A competition of this kind may include events such as competing on
a team to remove the most trash from a beach, repaint a public park, or run in a 5K to raise money
for a worthy cause. These explicit games create opportunities for attendees to succeed at the event
rather than merely be passive attendees. Give-away items in the form of buttons, posters,
downloadable content, and other low-cost Con-themed items provide similar experiences.
Fifth, the exhibit hall sale of goods and the sale of autographs and signed photos also provide
feedback much like the small wins just described. The attendee is rewarded for standing in line, for
being a stalwart fan, and for being part of the community.
The theory behind these small wins can be contextualized in the learning theory approach
popularly known as gamification. Karl M. Kapp provides two definitions that explain the concept
behind the rewards listed above:
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“A game is a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that
results in a quantifiable outcome.” – Katie Salen & Eric Zimmerman, Rules of Play: Game
Design Fundamentals.5
“A game is a system in which players engage in an abstract challenge, defined by rules,
interactivity, and feedback, that results in a quantifiable outcome often eliciting an emotional
reaction.” – Raph Koster, A Theory of Fun.6
Con organizers necessarily create an artificial conflict as attendees compete for the scarce resources
of prime seating at panels, front row concert tickets, autographs, photo opportunities, and limited
edition sales items. The community’s value on these scarce items creates its own quantifiable outcome.
In this regard, the Con is the gamified version of attendance at a university conference or lecture. This
closely tracks the first definition of gamification.
The second definition applies equally well. Attendees’ participation at a Con place themselves in a
system which challenges them to compete for scarce resources, interact with other participants as well
as the professionals at the Con, and receive feedback by the event organizers and peer attendees. The
attendees’ interaction triggers strong emotional reactions based on their joy or frustration at the Con.
Understanding that the experience of a Con is itself a game should help organizers understand
that they must make the gameplay fair, transparent, predictable, and positive. Reinforcing positive
behaviors, acknowledging the moments of success throughout the experience, and using many
different positive reinforcement mechanisms all help improve the experience for the attendees.
Effective game designers understand how to keep the players engaged even if the final win state is
many, many turns ahead. Con designers must think strategically along those same lines.
Adding very explicit informational guides add to the transparency and predictability of the design.
If such guides are published, then the Con organizers should make every effort to remain consistent
with those guides.
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